Swiss American Historical Society Review
Volume 43

Number 3

Article 8

11-2007

Full Issue

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review
Part of the European History Commons, and the European Languages and Societies Commons

Recommended Citation
(2007) "Full Issue," Swiss American Historical Society Review: Vol. 43 : No. 3 , Article 8.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss3/8

This Full Issue is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Swiss American Historical Society Review by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more
information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

et al.: Full Issue

Swiss American Historical Society

REVIEW

Volume 43, No. 3

November 2007

PICTON PRESS

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2007

1

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 43 [2007], No. 3, Art. 8

SAHS REVIEW
Vol. 43, No. 3
November 2007

CONTENTS

Articles
The Approach of the Black Death in Switzerland and the Pers~cution of
Jews, 1348-1349
Albert Winkler ............................................................................. 4
The Impact of Swiss Exile on an East German Critical Marxist
Axel Fair-Schulz ........................................................................ 24

Book Reviews
Churches and the Holocaust: Unholy Teaching, Good Samaritans, and
Reconciliation
Joy Laudie ................................................................................. 40

The Swiss and the Nazis
Louis B. Kuppenheimer ............................................................. 43

Articles in the Review are Abstracted in
America: History and Life and Historical Abstracts

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss3/8

2

et al.: Full Issue

SAHS REVIEW
Published for the Swiss American Historical Society
by
Picton Press

EDITORIAL BOARD

Nicole Butz
H. Dwight Page
Lewis Bunker Rohrbach
Leo Schelbert

Copyright© 2007 Swiss American Historical Society
ISSN 0883-4814

Send correspondence and manuscripts to:

H. Dwight Page
Editor of SAHS Review
Hiwassee College
225 Hiwassee College Drive
Madisonville, Tennessee 37354

www. SwissAmericanHistory .org
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2007

3

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 43 [2007], No. 3, Art. 8

Welcome to Our Newest Member:

www.SwissAmericanHistory.org

The Swiss American Historical Society is
pleased to announce our online presence for
members and the larger community.

We hope that our website will become a place
where people can interact by exploring issues of
interest to Swiss-Americans such as Genealogy,
Current Affairs, and Swiss-American History.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss3/8

4

et al.: Full Issue

The Approach of the Black Death in Switzerland
and the Persecution of Jews, 1348-1349

by
Albert Winkler

When the Black Death first arrived in Europe in 1347, it struck along the
Mediterranean coast of Italy and southern France. In the following year, the
plague swept into central Europe following major trade routes deep into the
interior of the continent. The pestilence was one of the most virulent diseases
ever to strike the human community, and its impact was devastating, because
perhaps a third of the population of Europe died in the next several years.
People were dying at an unprecedented rate, and no one knew precisely what
the contagion was or how to stop it. 1 A few communities took practical steps
to stop the affliction, such as England, which attempted to block any commerce
from the afflicted areas to prevent the arrival of the disease, but such efforts
usually proved to be unsuccessful. Most contemporaries either believed that the
malady was of supernatural origin, in which deity was punishing humanity for
its sins, or that there was some kind of grand conspiracy by enemies of society
to murder their adversaries. In some areas, suspicion fell upon the weak and
disfranchised such as lepers and the poor, but, by far, the Jews were singled out
as the main antagonists of Christianity and, therefore, were somehow
responsible for the huge numbers of deaths in some great scheme of murder.
To prevent the Jews from attacking society, the Christians often struck first to
destroy them. The Jewish communities had long been the victims of abuse and
violence, but the persecutions associated with the advance of the plague were
the most severe they faced in the entire Middle Ages.
Cities and towns all over the German Empire-which at the time was more
like a loose coalition than a unified state-participated in the pogroms against
the Jews, and perhaps more than four hundred municipalities in that federation
in 1348 and 1349 were involved in the destruction and expulsion of their
Jewish communities.2 The Swiss areas of the Empire were among the first
'For recent books on the Black Death in English, see, Ole J. Benedictow, The Black Death
1346-1353: the Complete History (Rochester: Boydell, 2004) and Joseph P. Byrne, The
Black Death (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 2004). An excellent account remains, Philip
Ziegler, The Black Death (London: Collins, 1969).
2
Important works on the impact of the Black Death on Germany include: Alfred Haverkamp,
ed., Geschichte der Juden im Mittelalter von der Nordsee bis den Siidalpen (Hannover,
Hahnsche Buchhandlung, 2002); Frantisek Graus, Pest-Geissler-Judenmorde, (Gottingen:
Yandehoeck, 1987); and Robert Hoeninger, Gang und Verbreitung des Schwarzen Tades in
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regions to persecute their Jews and, to a certain extent, set the precedent of
much that was to follow. The activities of the Swiss present a disturbing
example of how late Medieval society dealt with the impending catastrophe,
and how prejudice and fear contributed to the severe abuse of an easily and
often-victimized minority. This paper will argue that the persecution of Jews
in Swiss lands was a consequence of improper methods of judicial enquiry;
dangerous precedents; cultural, economic, and religious animosities and
jealousies; and a hysteria fed by the fear of impending doom. All of these
factors were involved when Swiss towns decided to destroy their Jewish
communities. 3
By 1348 and 1349, the Confederation, around which the modem state of
Switzerland later formed, was only in its early stages of development. The
states of Uri, Schwyz, and Unterwalden entered into a permanent alliance in
1291, which was the beginning step in the development of the Swiss
Confederation. Before the outbreak of the plague, only Luzem had joined the
Confederation, and that took place in the year 1332. After the approach of the
pestilence, four other states soon became part of the pact. Zurich joined in
1351, Glarus and Zug became members in 1352, while Bern formally entered
the league in 1353. At that point, the Swiss Confederation had become the
important "Eight Old Areas" (Die acht Alten Orte). Because of its military
success, this league of eight states was able to extend its power structure, which
allowed it to expand geographically and eventually incorporate additional
regions, into what became the modern state many years in the future. This
study will concentrate on the areas which later formed Switzerland even though
they were not yet formally a part of the Swiss Confederation when the plague
approached. 4
The earliest records indicate that Jews were in the Swiss lands starting in
the mid-thirteenth century. They were first mentioned in the sources in Luzern
around 1252. Shortly afterwards, in 1262 or 1263, some of them were also
probably living in Bern. By the end of the century, the records showed that
Jews lived in many areas including St. Gall, Winterthur, Zurich, Schaffhausen,
Solothum, Zofingen, Bischofzell, Rheinfelden, and Basel. In the first half of
Deutschland von 1348-1351 und sein Zusammenhang mit den Judenverfolgungen und
Geisselfahrten dieser Jahre (Berlin: Groser, 1881). For an overview of the persecution of
Jews in its early phases in Germany, see Albert Winkler, "The Medieval Holocaust: The
Approach of the Plague and the Destruction of Jews in Germany, 1348-1349" FEEFS
Journal 13 (2005):6-27.
3
For classic histories of the Jews in Switzerland, see, Augusta Steinberg, Studien zur
Geschichte der Juden in der Schweiz wiihrend des Mittelalters (Zurich: Schulthess, 1902)
and Johann Caspar Ulrich, Sammlung Jiidischer Geschichten, welche sich mit diesen Volk
in dem Xl/1. und folgenden Jahrhunderten bis auf MDCCLX in der Schweiz (Basel: np,
1768).
4
The most comprehensive history of Switzerland in English is, James Murray Luck, A
History of Switzerland: the First 100,000 Years, Before the Beginnings to the Days of the
Present (Palo Alto, Calif.: Society for the Promotion of Science and Scholarship, 1985).
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the next century, Jews continued to appear in numerous Swiss areas, and they
were mentioned as living in an additional seventeen towns, meaning that their
presence was significant by the time of the Black Death. 5
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Jews in Switzerland in the late Middle Ages, Germania Judaica 2:758

The Christian community in the German Empire frequently hated and often
persecuted their Jews during the late Middle Ages. Consistent with other areas
of Europe, numerous people in the Empire had strong prejudices against their
Jewish neighbors. Many Christians believed that the Jews had somehow
inherited the sin of killing Jesus from their ancestors, and that the crime could
only be washed away by the waters of baptism. As long as the Jews remained
outside the fold of the Christian faith, they were viewed much like heretics who
could be destroyed for their own good. The Jewish community frequently was
blamed for many calamities of all natures that struck society. These people
were blamed for everything from aiding the powers of evil causing diseases to
break out, to starting fires, to murdering children and using their blood in some
kind of Satanic ritual. The term "Jew" became almost synonymous with
anything that was evil, cruel, dishonest, or underhanded. In almost all cases, the
accusations were simply egregious lies or total fabrications. As an eminent
5

Emst Fraenkel "Schweiz," in Germania Judaica 2 vols. in 3 ed. Zvi A vemi (Tiibingen:
Mohr, 1968), vol. 2 von 1238 bis zur Mitte des 14. Jahrhunders, p. 757.
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historian of anti-Semitism in the Middle Ages observed, the accusations against
the Jewish community almost defied exaggeration because there was nothing
"too monstrous to be told about a Jew." 6
Some states, such as the kingdoms of England and France, had expelled
their Jews decades before the arrival of the plague, and Jewish communities
were often only tolerated in many areas because some Christian societies found
them useful as moneylenders. The Jews were barred from many ways to make
a living, and many of them survived only by dealing in rags or second-hand
goods. Only a relatively few Jews were employed in granting credit. The
Church's injunction against usury, which it defined as loaning money at
interest, meant that financial markets in many areas of the German Empire and
other areas of Europe were relatively weak or even primitive. While loans were
available from some Christians, many people, rich and poor alike, found it
necessary or convenient to go to the Jewish community for funds because the
Jews often could offer credit. There were many fears and misapprehensions
between members of the Christian and Jewish society, and, frequently, the
main point of interaction between both groups related to money. Lending funds
at interest was an insecure activity during the Middle Ages because many
borrowers defaulted on their financial obligations. The insecurity ofloans often
forced lenders to charge high interest rates. An imperial decree of Germany in
1255 stated that Jews were not allowed to charge weekly interest rates on shortterm loans in excess of 43 1/3%, and 33 1/3 % was the maximum annual
interest that could be charged on loans held one or more years. 7 While many
Christian money lenders charged similar or identical rates, Jews were
frequently resented as gouging their clients, and they were often referred to
pejoratively as Wucherer (usurers or profiteers).
Only in the area of medicine did the Jews enjoy a relatively good
reputation among many contemporaries. In fact, aside from loaning money, the
practice of medicine was likely the most important profession for Jews when
they interacted with the Christian community. 8 Probably using such skills as
a basic knowledge of hygiene to the greatest advantage, Jewish physicians
sometimes were well received. These medical doctors also used such materials
as herbs and poultices to help their patients, but this knowledge of natural
substances probably contributed to the fear some people held against them.
Many were concerned that anyone who could use substances to help could also
use poisonous materials to do harm. 9 This belief might have contributed to the
6

Joshua Trachtenberg, The Devil and the Jews: the Medieval Conception of the Jew and Its
Relation to Modern Anti-Semitism (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1983), p. 52.
7
Georg Caro, Sozial- und Wirtschafts-geschichte der Juden im Mittalalter und der Neuzeit,
vol. 1 Dasfriihere und das hohe Mittelalter (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1999), p. 424.
8
Joseph Shatzmiller, Jews, Medicine, and Medieval Society (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1994), p. l. See also John M. Efron, Medicine and the German Jews: a
History (New Haven, Yale University Press, 2001), p. 13.
9
Klaus Plaar, "Gereinigt ist die Stadt: gelautert durch die Flamme"? Studien zur Geschichte
der Juden in Zofingen (Zofingen: Verlag Zofinger Tagblatt, 1993), p. 46.
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accusations against Jews who were charged with attempting to poison all
Christians when the Black Death was approaching Swiss lands.
The advance of the pestilence was a crisis that caused many Christian
communities of Europe to panic and to take forceful action against the most
distrusted and feared persons in society, the Jews. In their distrust of the Jewish
community, many Christians believed almost irrationally that the Jews were
somehow responsible for the coming of the plague because they were
poisoning various water supplies. In reaction, Jews were persecuted first in the
south of France in 1348 and later in Spain in the summer of the same year.
Later in 1348 and throughout much of 1349, pogroms also took place in the
Swiss states and in other areas of the German Empire, where many of the
persecutions were most severe. The Black Death followed the trade routes up
the Rhone River of France and entered the Swiss areas from the west. As the
Bernese chronicler, Conrad Justinger, rather poetically described, "the death
came from the [direction of] the going down of the sun and went [in the direct
of] the rising of the sun" (Der sterbot kam von der sunnen undergang und
gieng gegen der sunnen ufgang). ' 0 In a like manner, the persecution of Jews
tended to take place in the western Swiss areas and then occurred later in the
eastern regions. The plague probably arrived in Geneva shortly before 10
August 1348, and the pestilence appeared in Lausanne to the northeast roughly
90 days later, in early November. The two cities were about 60 kilometers
apart, and this meant that the plague advanced at an average of only about two
thirds of a kilometer per day. Clearly, the Christian communities had plenty of
time, often months, to react to the approach of the Black Death because human
traffic, which brought news of the plague, traveled much faster on the roads
and over Lake Geneva than did the pestilence. 11
When the persecutions against the Jews broke out in Germany in the fall
of 1348, the city council of Strasbourg took a keen interest in what was
happening, and the leaders of the community sent letters to the various towns
in the region asking them to explain what actions were being taken. The
responses to these enquiries proved to be a boon to modern historians because
these replies often include essential information on these pogroms and
investigations which are unavailable elsewhere. 12
The burning of Jews and the torture of their supposed Christian
accomplices in crime had already taken place in the area of Savoy, France, just
south of Lake Geneva, when those accused of crimes were examined at the
castle of Chill on. This fortress was located on the shores of Lake Geneva about
thirty kilometers from Lausanne, and the warden of the citadel wrote to

10

Conrad Justinger, Die Berner-Chronik (Bern: K. J. Wyss, 1871), p. 111.
Benedictow, The Black Death, pp. 119-20.
12
These responses have been published in Urkundenbuch der Stadt Strassburg Funfter Band:
Politische Urkunden von 1332 bis 1380 ed. by Hans Witte and Georg Wolfram (Strassburg:
Trtibner, 1896).
11
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Strasbourg to explain what the courts had done there. 13 Following a common
Roman legal practice, many of the accused were "put to the question" (ad
quaestionem positi) when they were examined. This phrase was a euphemism
for the use of judicial torture when pain was inflicted on the witnesses to gain
confessions. 14 The use of torture in examinations was a highly questionable
method for discovering the truth. When tormented, the witnesses would clearly
say anything that their interrogators wanted to hear. The use of judicial torture
was very questionable at best and provided no reliable information. The
confessions reached by such means were probably little more than an attempt
of the accused to avoid further torment. This meant that there was little if any
truth to the stories of Jews poisoning water supplies, and the entire accusation
may be called fabrications or even fables (Marchen).
The Jews in the nearby village of Villeneuve had been imprisoned at
Chillon, and they gave their first
unreliable confessions starting on 15
September 1348 when they stated that
they had poisoned wells, springs, and
food with the intent to kill and destroy
all of Christianity (Ad interficiendam et
destruendam totam legem christianam).
A man named Balavigny from the town
of Thonon-les Bains on the south side
of Lake Geneva was arrested near
Chillon, and he gave many statements
on the nature of the grand conspiracy
after he was "tortured briefly" (positus
ad questionem aliquantulum). The
record described Balavigny as a
"Jewish surgeon" (judaeus
chirurgicus). This is consistent with the
thesis that Jewish physicians were
feared because they might have the
ability to use their knowledge of the
remedies to make poisons and do harm
to Christians. Balavigny presented
Judicial torture in Luzem. Diebold
extensive testimony about the supposed Schilling (Luzem). Nephew of Diebold
attempt of Jews to poison Christians. Schilling (Bern).
13
"Der Castellan von Chillon sendet StraBburg Auszlige aus dem Protokoll eines
Judenverhors." Urkundenbuch der Stadt Strassburg, 5: 167-76.
14
1n her translation of the document, Rosemary Horrox gave the statement in its literal sense,
"put to the question." However, she explained the true meaning of the term in a footnote.
The Black Death, trans. and edited by Rosemary Horrox (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1994), pp. 212-9. In his translation of a part of the document, Jacob R.
Marcus more accurately rendered the phrase as, "put to the torture." Jacob R. Marcus, The
Jew in the Medieval World: a Source Book 315-1791 (Cincinnati: Sinai Press, 1938), p. 44.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss3/8

10

et al.: Full Issue

Review

[November

He stated that he had received poison from Rabbi Jacob, who had been living
in Chambery, a town in the Rhone River Valley in the direction from which the
plague was advancing, with orders to distribute the toxin in public water
supplies to poison anyone using them. The instructions stated that various
rabbis had ordered that such damaging substances be placed in water sources
in many other places as well. These areas included a number of villages on the
shores of Lake Geneva near Chillon. When Balavigny stated that another man,
Mussus, the Jew, said he had placed poison in a well at Chillon, the water
source was investigated and the substance was found. In a curious tum of
events, the material was given to a Jew who supposedly "died because of it
proving that it was poison." (Qui inde mortuusfuit probando ipsum toxicum). 15
Balavigny, speaking as a surgeon and, therefore, as someone who knew
much about medicine, said that anyone would be infected who touched
someone who was sweating and was sick from the poison. Also, the breath of
such a sick person could infect others as well. This description of how the
effects of the poison could be spread from person to person appeared to explain
how a the toxin could devastate communities over great distances. The poison
also seemed to have the same symptoms and properties as the advancing
pestilence. He further implicated all Jews in a grand conspiracy because he
stated that they all knew of the toxin and were guilty of its consequences. (Et
est certus quod alii judaei non possunt se de hoc excusare, qui sunt bene
conscii et culpabiles de praedictis). Balavigny stated that he thought the poison
was derived from the basilisk (de Basilica) which was some kind of a reptile
or a mystical, poisonous creature whose breath could be fatal. Another Jew,
Iconetus, stated that he had no knowledge of the composition of the
substance. 16
Further confessions taken after numerous victims of interrogation had been
tortured or threatened with torment seemed to confirm the theory that there was
a major conspiracy among Jews to infect Christians. Once again, the Rabbi
Jacob supposedly sent toxins to be used to poison water sources. The substance
was variously described as being the size of a nut, a large nut, an egg, a human
fist, or two fists. The color of the toxin was green, red, black, or white. It was
placed in bags of thin leather big as a fist, two fists, or two fingers. Some of the
material was also inside a cloth or in paper that was twisted in the shape of a
cone. Aside from the statement from Balavigny that the substance came from
a mythical creature, no one knew what the poison was, but it was described as
some sort of powder. The material could be distributed by sprinkling it over the
water. It could also be placed under a rock in a well, spring, or other source,
supposedly, so the substance would seep into the water and infect anyone who
used it.
15
The reported testimony from Balavigny is found in "Judenverhors" Urkundenbuch der
Stadt Strassburg, 5: 168-70.
16
Ibid., 169-70, 173. See also, Thomas Bulfinch, Bulfinch's Greek and Roman Mythology:
The Age of Fable (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover, 2000), pp. 252-3.
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A Jew named Mamson stated that he and many others were responsible for
contaminating water supplies. Before Balvigny, Mamson, and others were
executed for their crimes, they supposedly gave a broad confession which
implicated every Jew over a young age. They stated that all Jews from the age
of seven years knew of this plot to poison Christians, and none of them could
be excused from complicity in the crime (Omnes judaei a septem annis circum
non possint super hoc se excusare, quoniam universaliter sciant omnes et sint
culpabiles in dicto facto). In another curious confession, a Jew named Aquetus
(water person) said that the Jews well merited death (Judaei bene meruerunt
mortem), and he should also be executed because he well deserved it. The
officials at Chillon thought they had uncovered a large collusion involving all
the Jews of the area. Many Jews from the towns and villages on the shores of
Lake Geneva, from the city of Geneva to the west to the villages near Chillon
on the east, were arrested, tortured for confessions, and killed. The means of
execution was burning them to death. Reportedly, at least some of these
victims called out from the flames, when they were about to expire, confirming
that they were indeed guilty of disseminating the poison. 17 At Lausanne, the
executions were equally brutal. A Jew named Bona Dies (good day) confessed
his duplicity in the crimes, and he was tortured on a wagon wheel (in rota) or
similar device, which probably meant he was tied to the device, and the bones
in his arms and legs were broken. The man lived four days and four nights all
the time confirming his guilt as long as he was able to speak. In the county of
Savoy, just south of Lake Geneva, many Jews and Christians who were judged
as being involved in the crime were sentenced to punishment by burning and
by being impaled (Per judicium puniti et combusti et scitote). 18
All of these supposed confessions and all of the information given to the
officials at Chillon were suspect. The statements varied considerably on the
appearance of the poison, and only one person, Balavigny, seemed to have any
knowledge of what it was. But his reference to a mythical beast shed no light
on the nature of the substance, and any confession relating to a non-existent
animal was highly questionable. This indicated that the entire proceedings was
based on superstition and the irrational. Additionally, at least three of the
accused Jews were named Aquetus which was indeed a rare Jewish name. It
was ironic that persons with a name relating to water were accused of
poisoning water supplies. Hysteria fed the persecution of Jews, and the
Christian community felt a deep psychological need for a scapegoat or a means
of combating the approaching plague. Unfortunately, the misleading
proceedings at Chillon and other locations helped spread the fear of the Jews
to other areas of the Swiss Confederation.

17

Urkundenbuch Strassburg 5: 171-4.
Rudolf von Om an den Rat von Stra13burg: machen Mitteilung iiber ihre
Judenuntersuchungen [15 Nov. 1348] Lausanne, Urkundenbuch Strassburg 5: 164. Horrox
translated the obscure term scitote as "impalement." Horrox, The Black Death, p. 211.
18

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss3/8

12

et al.: Full Issue
12

Review

[November

The pestilence approached the Swiss from the west and went east, and,
similarly, the persecution of the Jews seemed also to go in the same direction.
Solothurn probably became the first German-speaking city in the Empire to
persecute its Jews. As a contemporary historian described, "In 1348 in the
month of November the persecution of the Jews began. And for the first time
in Germany, in the castle of Solothurn, all the Jews were burned" (Anno
predicto xl. octavo mense novembris incepit persecutio Iudeorum. Et primo
Alamannia in castro Solodorensi cremati fuerunt omnes Iudei). 19
The persecution of Jews in Solothurn was probably instigated by a report
from the city councilors of Bern,
which stated that a Jew in their
city had given testimony that he
saw two other Jews, named
Koppli and Kursenner, place
poison in a fountain in
Solothurn. (Ein Jude .
offenlich verJach, das er
sach, daz Koppli der Juden und
Kursenner der Jude gifft leiten in
den brunnen ze Solottern). 20
While the statement that "all the
Jews were burned" in Solothurn
presented few details on the
actual persecution, a judge,
Burkart Senn von Mtinsingen, related
how three former Jews, who had Heretics being burned at the stake. This
converted to Christianity, were punishment was usually used on heretics. Diebold
treated in court. This adjudicator Schilling (Bern).
stated that two of them, a
converted man and his wife, confessed in open court that they had carried
poison and had placed it in a number of public fountains. The judge then gave
the man, woman, and the other accused convert the choice of dying as
Christians or as Jews. Each wanted to die in the Jewish faith. When these three
people were tortured by being broken on the wheel, they confessed that they
had been paid to carry the poison and that other Jews were involved in the
crime. They also told the judge to warn the Christians that no one should trust
any baptized Jew because all of them changed their religion because of evil
motives. (Das er mich hies die kristanheit warnen, daz nieman keim getouften
Juden solle getruwen). 2 1 Apparently, even conversion to Christianity was no
19

Heinrich Truchsess von Diessenhofen, Heinricus Dapifer de Diessenhoven 1316-1361 in
Fontes Rerum Germanicarum: Geschichtsquellen Deutschlands, (Aalen: Scientia Verlag,
1969) 4: 68.
20
"Bern an Meister und Rat [in Strasbourg]," [November 1348) Urkundenbuch Strassburg
5: 165.
21
"Burkart von Miinsingen an StraBburg," [Ende 1348) Urkundenbuch Strassburg 5: 167.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2007

13

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 43 [2007], No. 3, Art. 8
2007]

Approach of the Black Death

13

assurance that a former Jew would be safe from vicious and unfounded
accusations.
The cities of Zofingen and Bern also persecuted their Jews in November
1348, and along with Solothurn, were among the first towns to strike at the
Jewish communities in the German-speaking Swiss areas. 22 In response to the
warning that Jews were poisoning water supplies, the authorities in Zofingen
apparently searched the houses of Jews in their community and claimed they
had found poison. The city authorities of Strasbourg requested that a sample
of the poison be sent to them, apparently, so the substance could be examined.
But Zofingen refused, so the material could not be independently examined. No
description of the toxin was given, but Zofingen maintained that it was indeed
lethal because it was analyzed. "We tested the poison on dogs, pigs, and
chickens, and they all died from it" (Wir die gift versuocht han an hunden, an
schwinen und an huonren, also das si von der gift ellu tot sint). To further
convince Strasbourg that the material was poison, Zofingen stated that the
substance was adequately tested "in front of an assemblage of trustworthy
men" (vor mangem biderman)-whose names the city council failed to
provide. 23 Very likely, if Zofingen had thought that its methods of testing the
substance were completely reliable, then the city should have been willing to
let others examine it. Possibly, the city council feared that its methods of
assessing the material were flawed and wished to cover its mistakes.
Finding the poison among the Jews was insufficient evidence to indicate
that they had used the substance. To elicit confessions, the authorities of Bern
and Zofingen tortured the accused. "A few Jews in Bern and Zofingen were
tortured with thumb screws [until] they admitted that they had put poison in
many fountains" (Diimelte men etliche Juden zii Berne und zii Zofingen die
verjohent das sii vergift hettent in vil burnen geton). Reportedly, "The poison
was also found in the fountains" (Vant men ouch die vergift in den burnen). 24
Once again, the use of force gave the city authorities exactly what they wanted
to hear, and they also reportedly found the questionable substance they were
looking for in the water supply. The most thorough modern historian of the
persecution of Jews in Zofingen at the time of the Black Death, Klaus Plaar,
clearly stated that the Jews had been slandered (verleumdet) concerning the
charge of poisoning water sources. 25

22
Augusta Steinberg overlooked the reference to Solothurn being the first city to persecute
Jews. She stated, "In German [speaking] Switzerland the persecution of Jews [started] in
Bern and Zofingen and [then] spread [to other areas]." "In der Deutschen Schweiz ging die
Verfolgung von Bern und Zofingen aus." Steinberg, Juden in der Schweiz, p. 131.
23
"Zofingen an Stra8burg," 23 December 1348, Urkundenbuch Strassburg 5: 166.
24
Jacob Twinger von Konigshofen, "Chronik," Die Chroniken der oberrheinischen Stiidte
Strassburg, 2 vols. (Leipzig: Hirzel, 1871), p. 760.
25
Klaus Plarr, "Gereinigt ist die Stadt, gelautert durch die Flamme "?: Studien zur
Geschichte der Juden in Zofingen (Zofingen: Zofinger Tablatt, 1993), p. 39. The term
verliiumdet was italicized in the test for emphasis.
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Apparently the attack on the Jews at Zofingen was less extensive than
might have been expected. In fact, one source stated that only one female and
two male Jews were tortured by being broken on the wheel and killed. "The
others were saved on the order of the Lord, Duke Albert of Austria, who
ordered them to be protected" (Alii vero servati ad mandatum domini Alberti
ducis Austrie, qui eos defendi mandavit). The action of protecting the Jews
proved to be largely unsuccessful over time because many of the Jews were
killed later: "But this [action] profited little because within a year those who
were saved had been killed" (Sed hoc modicum profuit, quia infra annum
sequentem occisi fuerunt). 26
The Jews in Bern had already suffered from false accusations in the
century previous to the approach of the pestilence. Probably in the year 1293
or 1294,27 the body of a dead Christian boy; variously listed as Ruff, Ruof, or
Rudolf; was found, and the murdered child had been killed in a most
lamentable (jemerlich) manner. Apparently, the corpse was discovered in or
near the house of a Jew named Joly, and the suspicion of being involved in the
crime fell on the Jewish community even though no evidence of a large
collusion was presented. As the anti-Jewish Bernese chronicler, Conrad
Justinger, explained, the Jews wanted to do nothing in the world but damage
Christianity by any methods possible. (Die doch in diser welt nut tund denne
wie si die Kristanheit geschedigen mit alien sachen). The child was viewed as
an innocent martyr to Christianity, and he was buried behind the altar in a
church (lutkilchen ze berne). Reportedly, many miracles were associated with
the child's remains, which seemed to indicate the holy nature of the boy. The
Jews, "enemies of God and murderers," (die gottes vigende und morder) were
arrested. Some of them were tortured and executed by being "broken on the
wheel" and the rest were driven out of the city. 28 The Jewish community was
forced to pay 500 Marks (silver coins approximately 8 ounces each) to the
mayors (probably the small ruling council) as a penalty for the alleged crime.
Additionally, the Jews had to pay the community 1,000 Marks, also the Jewish
moneylenders had to surrender all property seized as payment for loans and all
certificates of debt that related to the citizens of Bern. 29 The payment of these
funds was a means by which the financial resources of the Jews were
plundered, and these fines were probably a means of mollifying the Christians

26

Diessenhofen, Fontes Rerum Germanicarum 4: 69-70.
The early sources and histories that relate the story of the boy's death indicate that he was
most likely killed in 1287 or 1288. More recent scholarship has viewed this as unlikely
because the gravestone of a Jew was found in 1888 which dated from 1293. This would be
impossible if the Jews were driven out shortly after 1288. See, "Bern" The Jewish
Encyclopedia (New York: Funk and Wagnall, 1902) 3: 86.
28
Conrad Justinger, Die Berner-Chronik, p. 29.
29
Moses Ginsburger, "Bern," in Germanialudaica, 2: 77; Steinberg, pp. 124-5; and Gustav
Tobler, "Zur Geschichte der Juden im alten Bern bis 1427," Archiv des Historischen Vereins
des Kantons Bern 12 (1889): 354-8.
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and allowing most of the members of the Jewish community to escape with
their lives.
The Jews were allowed to
return to Bern in the following
decades where they again faced
severe persecutions when the
Black Death approached. The
accusations of well poisoning
and the confessions exacted by
torture have already been
mentioned. These statements no
doubt led to the execution of
many Jews and the expulsion of
the survivors, but the exact
nature of the persecutions was
poorly documented. Yet the city
council of Bern described a
surpnsmg confession and
accusation by a Jew while he Jews killing the boy, Rudolf, in Bern. Diebold
Schilling (Bern). Uncle of Diebold Schilling

was being burned to death. (Luzern).
"When he was thrown into the
fire, ... he called out manly to
them and spoke publicly to everyone who was there: ... Know [this] that all
Jews in all the lands around know of the poison" (Do der in daz fur wart
geworfen, ... do n1.fft er menlichen zu ime and sprach offenlich ze alien die da
waren: . .. wissent daz alie juden in alien landen umbe die gifft wissen). 30 Yet
again, a Jew seemed to implicate all Jews in a plot to kill Christians. This kind
of confession clearly helped feed the fears of many trying to find a way to tum
the plague away.
Various towns and cities of the German Empire began to execute their
Jews, and the reports of Jews poisoning water sources were also sent to
Freiburg im Breisgau, Strasbourg, and Basel, cities that were protecting their
Jews, with the recommendation "that they [the city council] should also bum
their Jews" (Das sii ire Juden ouch soltent verbiirnen). 31 But the members of
the governing body of Basel were unwilling to destroy the city's Jewish
community or to persecute its members. The city council likely doubted the
truth of the reports of Jews infecting public fountains, and the ruling assembly
took steps to protect them. Apparent! y, a number of knights had been guilty of
some kind of violence towards the Jews, and the ruling body took action and

30
"Bern an Meister und Rat [in Strassburg]," [November 1348] Urkundenbuch Strassburg
5: 165.
31
Konigshofen, "Chronik," Strassburg, p. 760.
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banished these men from the city. 32 By doing so, the leaders had unwittingly
set in motion a backlash that led to the persecution of the people the council
was trying to protect. The complexity of city politics had come into play in the
decisions to save or to destroy the Jews of Basel.
During much of the later part of the Middle Ages, including the first half
of the fourteenth century, the members of the guilds of the cities and towns of
the German Empire were moving towards more power in civic government and
the establishment of democracies. For the lower classes seeking more political
power, progress was at times slow, uneven, and often dangerous. The citizens,
as represented by the guilds, learned to recognize potential friends and
enemies. The Jewish moneylenders were often among those feared by the
lower-class workers who were seeking greater authority because of the loans
to potential competitors for power. These funds frequently went to noble
factions and Church leaders, and the money often gave these groups additional
power that could be wielded against the guilds. This might have been a major
reason why so much of the hatred aimed at the Jews in 1348 and 1349 came
from the lower classes. As a prominent historian of the economic influence of
the Jews has argued, "It is no accident that the great Jewish persecutions of
1349 came directly from the guilds and that [in] so many areas the burning of
the Jews followed the overthrow of the patriotic [city] council" (Es ist kein
Zufall, dass die grossen Judenverfolgungen des Jahres 1349 recht eigentlich
von den Zunften ausgingen, und dass so vieler Orten der Judenbrandt auf den
Sturz des patriotischen Rats folgte). 33
This was clearly the case in Basel in the early fourteenth century when the
lower classes were seeking more power, and when these people believed that
the loans from Jewish moneylenders were aiding their enemies. While at least
some of the relatively poor workers probably received credit from the Jewish
financiers as well, they apparently still thought that their rivals got more
support and power through their loans. The attack on the city council of Basel
in January of 1349 was no spontaneous mob action, and it was a clearly a
planned uprising because the protestors advanced on the city hall organized and
marching behind their militia banners. (Ecce irruit populus cum baneriis ad
palacium consulum). The members of the council were alarmed and asked the
people what they wanted. "They responded that they would not leave unless the
banished [knights] were allowed to return" (Responderunt se nolle ab ire nisi
bannitis reversis). The members of the city council probably believed they
were under siege because they had to stay in the city hall until the expelled
knights had returned. The people also demanded that the Jews would no longer
be tolerated in the community, so the city council swore that no Jews would be
allowed to live in the city in the next two hundred years. Not only had Basel
32
Moses Ginsburger, "Dei Juden in Basel," Basler Zeitschrift far Geschichte und
Altertumskunde 8 (1909): 341-2.
33
Georg Caro, "Die Juden des Mittelalters in ihrer wirtschaftlichen Betatigung,"
Monatsschriftfar Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums 48 (1904): 600.
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arrested its Jews because of the clamor of the people (pupuli timuerunt
clamorem), but the leaders of Freiburg im Breisgau and Strasbourg
apprehended their Jews at about the same time. 34 Apparently, the decision to
execute the Jews in Basel had already been made when the city authorities had
them taken captive. Not only had the council sworn to ban the Jews from the
city, but they agreed "to bum the
burende) as
Jews" (die Juden
well. 35
A new house was built on a
sand bar near the mouth of the Birs
Creek, where it emptied into the
Rhine River east of Basel, for the
purpose of killing the Jews of the
city by burning them alive in the
structure. Friday, 16 January 1349,
was selected as the date for the
execution. This choice of dates was
probably no coincidence because
this was the day of the week when
Jesus was crucified, and many
towns and cities killed their Jews
on a Friday, Sunday, or on other
religious days and holidays. The
executions on Fridays probably
meant that many Christians were
taking symbolic revenge against
the Jews whom many blamed for
the death of their Savior. Also, the
killings on religious holidays made Jews in the foreground are wearing the badge
th
it appear that the murders were part denoting their religion as ordered by the 4
Lateran
Council
in
1215.
In
the
foreground,
the
of the holy celebrations, which
indicated that many Christians Jews are involved in money lending and in
desecrating the Host of the Holy Eucharist by
believed they were doing the work
stabbing it with a knife. In the background,
of their Lord by burning Jews Jews are being burned alive. Diebold Schilling
36
alive. The Jews were brought to (Luzern).
the place of execution (absque
sentencia), and neither an official
investigation had taken place nor a legal procedure had been undertaken.
Clearly, old hatreds and prejudices were sufficient causes for the mass murder

zu

34

Mathias von Neuenburg, Die Chronik (Berlin: Weidmann, 1955), p. 265.
Konigshofen, p. 760.
36
Alfred Haverkamp, "Die Judenverfolgungen zur Zeit des Schwarzen Todes im
Gesellschaftsgefiige deutschen Stadte," in Zur Geschichte der Juden im Deutsch/and des
Spaten Mittelalters und der Friihen Neuzeit ed. Alfred Haverkamp (Stuttgart: Hiersemann,
1981 ), pp. 35-8. Haverkamp lists the day of the week when the executions occurred.
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of the Jewish community. Perhaps the most immediate reasons for the
executions were the "clamor of the people" (ad clamorem pupuli) and the fear
held by the members of the city council of what might happen to them if they
continued to protect the Jews. The people of the Jewish community were led
into the new building, the structure was set on fire, and "all the Jews of Basel
were burned" (Cremati sunt ... omnes Judei Basilienses). 37
The only Jews who were able to escape death in the conflagration were
those who chose to convert to Christianity at the last minute or those who were
snatched from the flames before they were killed and baptized. A chronicler,
Christian Wurstisen, writing over two centuries later affirmed that "many small
children" (Viel junger Kinder) were taken from the flames and forcefully
baptized against the desires of their parents. 38 The fact that Jews could be saved
from execution by being baptized as Christians meant that their real crime was
being Jewish and had nothing to do with the suspicion of poisoning wells. If
the city authorities actually believed the Jews were attempting to kill
Christians, then baptism would be
insufficient to free them from the
punishment for their crimes.
The numbers of persons saved
from burning at that time probably
was small, but being saved from
death at that time was more of a
postponement than a pardon to
many because they were later
executed. Basel renewed its
persecutions in the summer of 1349
when four baptized Jews were
arrested. Perhaps because the Jewish
community had already been
eradicated, the courts of Basel
turned to converts to blame for the
plague. As in the pattern established Criminals being broken on the wheel. This
months before, these victims were punishment was usually used on murderers.
brought to court and tortured by Diebold Schilling (Luzem).
being broken on the wheel. They
confessed that they had placed poison in the fountains of Basel (Si die brunnen
zu unserre stat etlich vergift hettent), and that they had administered poison to
the people of the city in other ways, including within butter. The suspicions
went farther than converted Jews because a Christian man (cristenman) was
also accused of poisoning wells, and he too confessed to the crime under the
torment of being broken on a wheel. 39
37

Mathias von Neuenburg, Chronik, p. 266.
Christian Wurstisen, Bassler chronick (Basel: Sebastian Henricperti, [1580]), p. 170.
39
"Basel an StraBburg," 4 July [1349], Urkundenbuch der Stadt Strassburg 5: 196-7.
38
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The immediate cause of the outbreak of the persecution against the Jews
in Zurich at the approach of the Black Death is the subject of some
controversy. Early chroniclers, including Heinrich Brennwald and the
Protestant Reformer, Heinrich Bullinger, stated that a four-year-old boy from
the Zur Wyden family of shoe makers was murdered by the Jews. The Jews in
Zurich "pressed the child [with nails] until he died. After they had taken his
blood, they buried him in a stream at the new market [of the city]" (Das mit
gufen so Zang stupfend, das es starb. Und nachdem si das blut von em
empfiengent, begruben si das in dem bach zu Numerkt). The stream was called
the Wofbach (Wolfbrook). Sometime later, a boy named Walther von Wyl was
playing on stilts with his friends and was crossing the stream when he found
the boy's body. 40 Suspicion fell immediately on the Jews, who were believed
to use the blood of children in some kind of sadistic ritual, and they were
punished for the crime.
There may be problems with the story. The historians who recorded it
often lived long after the event. Both Brennwald (1478-1551) and Bullinger
(1504-1575) wrote roughly two centuries after the Jewish persecutions of 1349
in Zurich, and earlier, more-contemporary sources make no mention of the
murder. This lack of contemporary materials has led modem historians to doubt
the story of the murder of the child. 41 As was the case in many places, there
were probably a number of motives for the persecution of the Jewish
community in Zurich. Clearly, the Jews in Zurich were attacked at the same
time as the other enclaves in the region, and the city authorities were no doubt
aware of the accusations made against them elsewhere.
One of the earliest chronicles stated that the Jews were attacked because
of the typical accusation of poisoning water sources, and the anonymous but
early account gave a brief description of what happened to the Jews of Zurich.
"In 1349 the Jews of Zurich were burned on St. Mathis evening [23 Feburary]
because it was said that they had placed poison in the fountains" (Do von gottes
geburt 1349 do brand man die Juden Zurichs an sant Mathis abend; woman
sprach, se hettind gift in die brunnen getan). 42 The chronicle of Klingenberg
was equally precise. "In the same year [1349] all the Jews of Alsace were
burned in January and [also] at Zurich on St. Mathis day" (Des selben jars
wurdent alle juden im Elsass verbrennt im jenner, und ze Zurich umbe sant
Mathis tag). 43 The property of the Jews was confiscated. For example, the
house of a man named Moses was in the hands of Rudolf Brun, the mayor of
40

Heinrich Brennwald, Schweizerchonik 2 vols. (Basel: Basler Buch- und
Antiquariatshandlung, 1908-10) 1: 179.
41
Ulrich, Judischer Geschichten, pp. 82-4 and Steinberg, p. 134 accept the story as authentic,
while Ginsberger and Brunschwig reject it. See Ginsberger "Zurich" in Germania Judaica,
p. 946 and Annette Brunschwig, "Yorn 13. Jahrhundert bis zur Franzosischen Revolution,"
in Geschichte der Juden im Kanton Zurich: von den Anfiingen bis in die heutigen Zeit ed.
Ulrich Bar (Zurich: Fussli, 2005), p. 45.
42
Chronik der Stadt Zurich ed. Johannes Dierauer (Basel, Geering, 1900), p. 46.
43
Klingenberger Chronik ed. Anton Henne van Sargans (Gotha: Perthes, 1861), p. 12.
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Zurich, in 1350. The Jewish women and children who had avoided execution
were allowed to keep their property, and the debts owed to Jewish
moneylenders were dismissed. The value of the confiscated property was
probably significant. The surviving Jews were also banished from the city. 44
Numerous attacks took place against Jews in other Swiss communities
including Asuel, Bernkastel, Fribourg, Luzern, Rapperswil, St. Gall, Stein am
Rhein, Schaffhausen, and Sursee, but the list of known persecutions might be
incomplete because many pogroms were probably poorly recorded. 45 As one
Bernese chronicler summed up the extent of the killings. "All the Jews within
one hundred miles [of Bern] were burned" (Alle juden bi hundert milen
verbrent wurden). 46
Despite the destruction, there were efforts to save Jews. In the Swiss areas
of the German empire, the most prominent figures in the attempt to save the
Jewish communities were the dukes of Austria. Most prominent of these was
Duke Albert II of Austria (Herzog Albrecht von bsterreich, 1298-1358), the
leader who stopped or postponed the destruction of Jews in Zofingen. The
Duke's attempts to save the Jews from persecutions were noted for their
success and failures. He probably was the Austrian leader who saved the Jews
of Vienna from the pogroms which destroyed so many Jewish communities at
that time. Unfortunately, his attempts to save Jews in the Swiss regions were
much less successful. Apparently, Duke Albert had the members of the Jewish
community of Rheinfelden brought to the town of Baden for their protection
(causa defensionis), but they were later murdered and burned (occisi sunt et
tandem cremati). 47
The castle of Ky burg east of Zurich was a place of refuge for members of
the Jewish communities under the protection of Albert II, but it also became the
location of perhaps the greatest massacre of Jews in the Swiss areas in terms
of numbers. The Jews came from the cities of Winterthur and Diessenhofen,
and from "all the towns of the Duke of Austria, who protected them" (Alliis
oppidis ducis Austrie qui ipsos defendebat). 48 These towns are thought to
include the Jews from the town of Aarau in the Aargau Canton, which was
under the Duke's control at that time. 49

44

Brunschwig in Juden im Kanton Zurich, pp. 46, 48.
The Germania Judaica presents what is known about the Jews in the various cities and
towns of the German Empire in an alphabetical listing.
46
Justinger, p. 111.
47
Diessenhofen, Fontes Rerum Germanicarum 4: 70.
48
Diessenhofen, 4: 70.
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The castle of Kyburg as it appeared in the sixteenth century. Lehrer Schloss Kyburg, p. 4

Many of the Jews in Kyburg had probably been there for months because
the persecutions first broke out in November of 1348 and the execution of the
Jews at the castle took place in September of 1349. Apparently, there was
considerable pressure placed on Albert to kill the Jews in the fortress. The
imperial cities, most of which had probably already destroyed their Jews, no
longer supported the policy of protecting them. They told the duke, who was
protecting the Jewish communities in the counties of Pfirt and Alsace as well
as in the castle of Ky burg, that he could either give the order to burn the Jews,
or the cities would burn them under their own authority. Perhaps Albert
thought that if the cities acted on their own that they would be asserting more
autonomous strength than he desired. As Augusta Steinberg observed, he
wanted to maintain the authority over his own lands and play the executioner.
(Sich sein Recht ii.her sein Eigentum voll zu wahren, indem er selbst den
Henker speilte). 50 Whatever his final motive, he bowed to the pressure and
ordered the Jews to be burned. (Sed dux per suis iudices madavit eos cremari).
On 18 September 1349, the 330 Jews who had taken refuge in Kyburg were
burned to death. 51
There was little or no indication that any attempt to help the Jews in the
Swiss areas was ultimately successful, and there were also only small hints that
any compassion was shown to them. Eberhard II von Kyburg (1299-1357), a
count of the Habsburg family in need of funds, drove the Jews out of Burgdorf
in the night of 16 and 17 February 1349 and confiscated their wealth.
50

Steinberg, p. 134.
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Apparently, Eberhard's only crimes against the Jews was to rob and banish
them because they probably escaped otherwise unharmed. 52
The hope that attacking the Jews would stop the Black Death proved to be
vain. Often months after the Jewish communities in the towns and cities were
destroyed the pestilence struck. For example, Bern persecuted its Jews starting
in November of 1348, but the plague first arrived in February of 1349. Basel
destroyed its Jewish community in January 1349, and the pestilence first struck
the city in May of that year. 53 The fact that the pogroms started well before the
plague arrived has led some modem historians to argue that the approach of the
Black Death had little to do with these persecutions, and that the attacks would
have taken place even if there was no fear of the approach of the pestilence. 54
This argument overlooks the evidence indicating that the pogroms broke out
precisely when there was a perceived threat of the approaching contagion, and
it fails to consider the hysteria engendered by this menace.
Some chroniclers Ii ving at the time of the destruction of the Jews presented
a multiplicity of reasons for the attacks. These historians were aware of the
hatred of the Jews felt by many in contemporary society and of the accusations
of well poisoning, but some of them also argued that greed was a major
contributing factor to the attacks. Fritsche Closener (died in 1373) described
the canceling of debts owed to the Jews and the division of their property after
they were killed on 14 February 1349 in Strasbourg. He than added that money
was the real poison that caused the Jews to be killed. (Das was ouch die vergift
die die Juden dote). 55 Jacob Twinger von Konigshofen (1345-1420) made a
similar accusation relating to the pogrom in Strasbourg. He stated that "Money
was also the reason why the Jews were killed" (Das gelt was ouch die sache
davon die Juden gedoted wurdent). He added that, "If they [the Jews] had been
poor, and the nobles had not owed them debts, then they would not have been
burned" (Wan werent sii arm gewesen und werent in die landesherren niit
schuldig gevesen, so werent sii niit gebrant worden). 56 Since many of the
accounts relating to the destruction of the Jews in the Swiss areas also
mentioned the canceling of debts owed to them and the division of their
property, the observations by Closener and Konigshofen that greed was
involved in the persecutions may be applicable to the Swiss as well.
52
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The destruction of the Jewish communities and the expulsion of their
inhabitants from the Swiss areas at the approach of the Black Death clearly
meant there were much fewer Jews in those regions in the following years, but
some began to return in the next decades. Basel suffered a devastating
earthquake in 1356, and the city badly needed funds to rebuild. Since Jewish
moneylenders were available, they were allowed to return, and they were
present again in the city in 1361. But the Jewish community proved to be short
lived, and the Jews were forced to flee the city after 1397 when yet another Jew
had been accused of poisoning fountains of water. Only after four centuries
were they allowed to return. 57 Jews returned to Bern by 1375 when Hug
Heyman, a Jewish physician, was reportedly in the city. 58 Jews were again in
many Swiss areas before the end of the fourteenth century. They were in Zurich
inl352, Fribourg in 1356, Schaffhausen in 1369, St. Gall in 1377, Luzern
before 1381, Baden in 1384, Dissenhofen in 1396, and in Solothurn by the end
of the century. 59 Since hundreds of Jews had been killed during the
persecutions of 1348 and 1349, and many more had been driven out, the
numbers of Jews in the Swiss lands were probably much smaller after their
return than they had been previous to the pogroms.
The Swiss lands had demonstrated a severe lack of judgment in dealing
with the approach of the Black Death. In desperation to stop the devastating
contagion, which they understood poorly at best, the people in the Swiss areas
struck at a segment of society that was poorly protected by the legal system and
was victimized by vicious social and religious prejudices. Almost everywhere,
the courts used torture to gain confessions of misconduct from the Jews,
meaning that the statements gained were worthless and that they only reflected
the prejudices of the investigators. The idea of some kind of grand conspiracy
among the Jews to kill all Christians was clearly a fantasy created in an attempt
to justify the destruction of the Jewish communities. The city council of Basel
and Duke Albert II of Austria initially attempted to protect their Jews, but the
force of public opinion was so strong against the Jewish communities that
almost all the efforts to shield them ultimately failed. Clearly, the insecurities
in Swiss society were extensive, and, unfortunately, the Swiss had a group of
people at hand to blame for their problems. The hatred of someone different
and the mistrust of the wealthy were also major factors in the pogroms. Setting
a precedent that would be followed all over the German Empire at the advance
of the plague, the people of the Swiss lands denigrated and then destroyed their
Jews.
Albert Winkler
Brigham Young University
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The Impact of Swiss Exile on an East German Critical Marxist
by Axel Fair-Schulz

Among many East German Marxists, who
had embraced Marxism in the 1930s and opted
to live in East Germany after World War II
(between the 1950s until the end of the GDR in
1989), was a commitment to the Communist
party that was informed by a more nuanced and
sophisticated Marxism than what most party
bureaucrats were exposed to. Among them, for
example, the writer Stephan Hermlin as well as
the literary scholar Hans Mayer both found their
own unique way of accommodating themselves Map showing dividing line
to and/or confronting the shortcomings of East between East and West
Germany. What ties several of these more Germany with bordering
discriminating and critical Marxists together is countries . .
their temporary stay in Switzerland during the
1930s and 40s - when they had escaped from Nazi Germany and the
concentration camps (as Marxists and Marxists of Jewish extraction). This
paper addresses how a Swiss exile experience contributed to shaping modes of
thought and behavior, even decades later in East Germany.
Stephan Hermlin never declared his particular journey as a loyal
Communist party member in East Germany to be the direct result of his
experiences in Switzerland. And indeed, other East German Communists, such
as the Marxist scholar and public intellectual Jurgen Kuczynski, followed a
somewhat similar path (between conformity to the party line and demanding
more openness and a more liberal Marxism) without having spent any
significant time in Switzerland. Yet it is curious indeed that among those
German Marxists, who later settled in the German Democratic Republic,
several sought to combine their commitment to East Germany (as the better of
the two post-World War II German states) with the attempt for a reformed and
more humane East German socialism.
The case of the writer, poet, and literary intellectual Stephan Hermlin is
thus augmented by those of Hans Mayer and even Ernst Blochl1l as well as
Hermann Budzislawski.l21 Each case is interesting and unique in its own way.
Mayer, for example, became the GDR's most prolific literary scholar and a
professor at the University of Leipzig, while Bloch took up a chair for
philosophy at the same university. Budzislawski spent many years teaching
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journalism at the same East German university, while others, such as the
historian Ernst Engelberg[ 3l pursued a career as a history professor, curiously
also at the University of Leipzig, after the end of the Nazi regime and his return
to Germany. In one way or another, all of these individuals strove for a more
heterodox Marxism in a rather orthodox Marxist-Leninist state. Yet they did
so differently. Hermlin, for example, stayed in the GDR and continued his
critical loyalty to the Communist SED regime until that state's collapse in
1990, while both Bloch and Mayer reached a point in the late 1950s and early
1960s, when they could not tolerate the narrowness and repressive nature of the
regime any longer. Eventually both did not return from lecture tours abroad and
settled in West Germany- albeit without ever giving up their self-definition as
critical Marxists. Budzislawski, like Hermlin, never broke with the SED
regime. Yet especially after his time as a university teacher in Leipzig, when
he edited the famous Weltbiihne journal in East Berlin in the 1970s, he sought
out new spaces for, albeit very gentle, critiques of the East German regime.
Engelberg started out as a more dogmatic Marxist-Leninist history professor
in Leipzig (while also displaying a significant degree of scholarly
professionalism) and only in later years pushed the boundaries of the officially
sanctioned discourse in a more heterodox direction, such as in his two-volume
biography of Bismarck. Engelberg played a significant role in transforming the
East German historiographic view of Bismarck from a merely reactionary
militarist to a more multi-faceted figure. Engelberg too stayed in the GDR to
the end.
In addition to the above mentioned figures, the poet and later East
German minister for cultural affairs Johannes R. Becher also spent some
time in Swiss exile. He is a much more problematic figure, inasmuch as he
was more openly, until his early death, associated with party dogmatism[41 .
In addition, Becher, like Engelberg and Bloch, spent only a relatively short
time in Switzerland. Only Mayer and Hermlin resided there for many years.
This paper focuses on Hermlin because, contrary to Mayer, he remained
loyal not only to the Marxist utopia of his youth but also to the German
Democratic Republic.
The exact impact of the Swiss exile experience on the thought and
patterns of behavior ofHermlin is complex and multi-layered. On one hand,
Switzerland offered a large degree of familiarity for German-speaking
refugees, given its location in central Europe as well as its linguistic and
literary-cultural traditions. Both Hermlin and Mayer were literary
intellectuals and as such deeply embedded in the German language. Despite
their fluency in French and English, both appreciated this common ground
as a context in which to think and work, as well as providing a potential
readership for their books and articles. Living in Switzerland in all
likelihood also sharpened Hermlin and Mayer's sense of perceiving
themselves as part and parcel of the German literary and cultural tradition,
while at the same time developing an inner distance to Germany as a state
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol43/iss3/8

26

et al.: Full Issue
26

Review

[November

entity. Switzerland, after all, claims German as one of the two official
languages but does not belong to the German realm of statehood. Thus
when both embraced the new East German state, after the fall of the Nazi
regime, they did so because of their attachment to Germaness as a cultural
over a political-national category. Their support of the separate East
German state was not in conflict with their loyalty to the conceptual unity
of German culture and literature.
This complex attachment to Germaness in cultural terms was more
pronounced with Hermlin. The writer Gunter Kunert, his one-time friend
and confidant, remembers Hermlin' s overwhelming love for German
literature. When, during the GDR's existence, Kunert ran into Hermlin in
a Tyrolean hotel lobby, Hermlin wrote in the guest book "Stephan Hermlin,
Berlin, Germany."l 5l This was particularly curious, given Hermlin's rocksolid commitment to the East German state. Hermlin identified himself thus
foremost as a figure of German literature and culture - not primarily or
exclusively as an East German writer. It stands to reason that his years of
exile in Switzerland had already contributed to, prepared, and enabled him
to feel and think of himself as German in cultural terms, while remaining
opposed to the German Nazi state as a political entity. This differentiating
self-identification would later develop and manifest itself in his strong
support the East German state, which ironically compelled him to
inadvertently subvert the regime, because of the aspects that he deemed
profoundly defective.
Switzerland was one of the first destinations for those leaving Nazi
Germany, beginning in the early thirties, due to the political and racial
persecution that they faced in their home country. Yet despite Switzerland's
reputation, as a more liberal alternative to Germany in the nineteenth
century and its quasi status as a classical country of exile, asylum seekers
kept encountering significant challenges and obstacles. Chief among them
was the Swiss fear of a belligerent Nazi Germany and its allies. This led to
calls of a geistige Landesverteidigung, a cultural and spiritual defense of
"Swissness."l61
One must remain aware of the temptation to reduce the immensely
complex and indeed often contradictory Swiss approach to refugees to
simple formulas. Policies and attitudes changed over time and differed from
region to region, as well as from milieu to milieu. l7l Thus, the federal nature
of Switzerland made possible significant latitude in enforcing policy. More
liberal cantons, such as Schaffhausen, Basel, or St. Gallen were more
accommodating than say Thurgau. Yet, despite all nuances and changing
circumstances, two continuities crystallized early on. Firstly, Switzerland
required those who sought refuge from Nazi persecution there to not engage
in political activities whatsoever, and, secondly, Communist refuges,
including those suspected of Communist leanings, were not considered
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27

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 43 [2007], No. 3, Art. 8
2007]

Impact of Swiss Exile

27

worthy of asylum. [SJ For those of Communist persuasion, such complex and
hostile conditions in Switzerland were accompanied by what characterized
the entire German-speaking Communist refugee community: the challenge
to find one's way in the midst of ever-changing party directives and the
self-understanding of belonging to the avant-garde of the proletariat. The
stresses and challenges of exile life were to be borne with an iron resolve
and stoic determination. Both the exiled leadership of the German
Communist Party as well as the Soviet party leaders in Moscow put
pressure on the Communist refugees to make heroic sacrifices in resisting
the Nazi regime, while accommodating themselves to such new
developments as the Stalinist show trials and the Soviet non-aggression pact
with Nazi Germany.l 9l The fate of more independent Left-Wingers, who
either permanently or for a time rejected both the official Communist option
as well as that of the Social Democrats, was a little better. If they were not
previously registered as either Anarcho-syndicalists or party Communists,
they were seen with less suspicious eyes. [JOJ
Yet, the hierarchical command structure of the Communist resistance
also offered comfort and a sense of community in a potentially inhospitable
exile environment. Many Communists, including Stephan Hermlin, derived
a sense of belonging and security while belonging to the party, especially
in this time of stress and banishment. Hermlin' s loyalties to the cause
ripened in this period, amid this community, and may go a long way in
explaining his willingness to later contradict (albeit with great diplomacy,
discretion, and tact) the party line in the GDR - for the sake of his
principles.
Hermlin was one of the GDR' s most established writers. His literary
efforts, although relatively small in volume, are carefully crafted and well
respected. He had also made a name for himself as a sensitive translator of
French, Spanish, and English poetry, as well as prose. In addition, Hermlin
published several volumes of literary essays and edited anthologies. His
moral authority rested upon his identity as an Altkommunist, who had joined
the party long before the establishment of the GDR in 1949, and as an
active fighter against the Nazi regime. Hermlin became an enigma in the
GDR, as a personal friend of orthodox party leader Erich Honecker as well
as an increasingly vocal opponent of party dogmatism. He actively
supported open dissidents when their human rights were violated, such as
the poet Wolf Biermann, while remaining supportive of the GDR as a
socialist alternative to West Germany. Hermlin always identified with the
GDR and its political system. Thus while publicly defending some
dissidents, he never shared more fundamental critiques of the GDR.
As a public intellectual in East Germany, three moments of Stephan
Hermlin's confrontation with the SED regime are significant: in illustrating
his superficially contradictory dual identity as a GDR adherent and critic.
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These include his initiation of an open protest against the expulsion of the
dissident song-writer Wolf Biermann from East Germany in 1976; his
initiative for an international conference of writers against nuclear
proliferation in 1981; and his role in the Ossietzky affair, wherein several
high school students were expelled for drawing attention to the discrepancy
between East Germany's celebration of the pacifist Carl von Ossietzky and
its support of Soviet militarism. These three cases illustrate how Hermlin
functioned as a locus of symbolic communication in East German society
at large, by intellectually, artistically, and journalistically challenging party
orthodoxy. Hermlin's writings, as well as his cosmopolitan manners and
connections, were intended to legitimize East Germany both domestically
and abroad. Yet his open critiques of the status quo underscored not only
his support of the GDR's ideals of justice and equality, but also the gap
between those ideals and the GDR' s deficiencies. Thus, he drew attention
both inadvertently and intentionally to the contrived and artificial nature of
the Soviet-styled SED regime, in some ways de-naturalizing and
delegitimizing it.

Background: Searching for the Bridge Between Geist and Macht
Born under the name of Rudolf on April 13, 1915 to David and Lola
Leder, Hermlin grew up in a gro/Jbiirgerlich environment in the Saxon
industrial city of Chemnitz as well as in Berlin. The family fortune was
based on textiles; they had lucrative real estate holdings, several servants,
and a growing art collection. Young Rudolf was sent to a boarding school
in Switzerland in 1925, and he attended both the Staatsgymnasium in
Chemnitz, between 1930-1932, and later in Berlin. There he was expelled
for publishing a left-leaning article in the journal Schulkampf In 1931,
Rudolf Leder joined the Socialist Student Association (Sozialistischer
Schiilerbund) as well as the Communist Party Youth Organization (KJVD).
In addition, he published his first poem under the pseudonym "Stephan
Hermlin." Given the economic decline of his family during the Depression
as well as conscious efforts to delineate himself from his bourgeois
background, Hermlin learned the trade of printer between 1933-35. During
that time he was actively involved in underground resistance efforts against
the Nazi regime, which led to his emigration, beginning in 1936, to Egypt,
Palestine, England, Spain, and finally France. Hermlin remained in France
between 1937 and 1943,joining the French war effort in the auxiliary forces
against the Nazis until he was eventually interned and threatened with
extradition to Germany. In April of 1943, he succeeded in fleeing to
Switzerland and stayed there until 1945.
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In Switzerland Hermlin began his literary career, working for French
Resistance journals as well as editing, together with his mentor and friend
Hans Mayer, the periodical Ober die Grenzen. It was in Switzerland too,
where Hermlin published his first major collection of poetry, Zwolf
Balladen von den Gro/Jen Stadten. In September 1945 Hermlin returned to
war-tom Germany, finding employment as a radio journalist in Frankfurt
am Main and publishing his first short story, Der Leutnant Yorck von
Wartenburg. 1111 In 1947 Hermlin left Frankfurt for Berlin, settling in the
Soviet sector and joining the Communist controlled SED. There he worked
as an editor for the satirical journal Ulenspiegel and the literary publication
Aujbau. Within a short time, he established himself as a freelance writer,
creating poetry (until 1958), prose, travel reports, and essays. Given his
aspirations for a socialist future, Hermlin decided to link his personal life
with the fate of the emerging German Democratic Republic. He remained
there beyond its collapse in 1989, until his death in 1997, publishing highly
regarded translations of French, Spanish, English, and American authors.
His artistic efforts have been widely recognized, as his simultaneous
memberships within the East and West German Art Academies indicate. In
addition, Hermlin was one of the vice presidents of the International Pen
Centre.
Despite his socialist convictions and position of influence within the
GDR, Hermlin ran into frequent conflicts with party martinets, as he was
increasingly concerned about constraints on artistic freedom. At the Writers
Congress in 1956, for example, Hermlin stirred up controversy by calling
for the publication of the collected works of such Western "bourgeois"
writers as Jean-Paul Sartre, William Faulkner, John Steinbeck, and Ernest
Hemingway. While becoming more and more introverted and pessimistic
about the socialist project of the GDR, he wrote many essays
problematizing the narrowness of official East German cultural policy.
Hermlin also promoted younger writers, who often differed radically from
his own style and aesthetic sensibilities, such as in 1962 when he organized
a reading of experimental poetry by Wolf Biermann, Volker Braun, Bernd
Jentzsch, as well as Sarah and Rainer Kirsch. The SED regime strongly
criticized Hermlin' s unorthodox approach, and he was forced to resign from
his positions in the Academy of the Arts as well as the German-Soviet
Friendship organization.
Hermlin's situation improved somewhat with Erich Honecker's rise to
the leadership of the SED in 1971. Honecker and Hermlin shared a mutual
respect for one another, and Hermlin used his special ties to the leader to get
around party bureaucrats on behalf of fellow writers and on matters of
artistic freedom. In 1976 Hermlin initiated the famous Biermann Petition,
which was signed by many of East Germany's most important writers,
artists, and intellectuals. Yet despite his personal ties to Honecker, Hermlin
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was met with suspicion and hostility by hardliners - as his Stasi file
illustrates. During the 1980s, he continued to work toward expanding the
space for artistic freedom. He, like many others in the East and West, was
deeply concerned about the arms race and, in 1981, organized a peace
conference of writers, scientists, and intellectuals from both German states.
Herrnlin also offered his assistance to many East Germans, who became
increasingly concerned about the spread of right-wing tendencies, among
an increasingly disaffected youth, as well as Soviet-style militarism. Thus
in 1988 he attempted to mediate between pacifist youth and the authorities
at a Berlin high school. The case eventually involved the East German
education ministry run by Margot Honecker, Party chair Erich Honecker's
wife.
Beyond the collapse of the GDR in 1989 and German unification in
1990, Hermlin remained committed to his ideals of social justice. He joined
the post-Communist PDS, largely out of "solidarity" for ostracized former
Communists. At the end of his life, he was subject to massive efforts (on the
part of the old West Germanfeuilleton establishment, chiefly Karl Corino)
to expose his work as little more than kitschy Gesinnungsasthetik
("politicized aesthetic") and question discrepancies in his semiautobiographical writings, most notably Abendlicht. Corino was not the
only one voicing questions about Herrnlin's official biography. Alfred
Kantorowicz, for example, challenged Herrnlin's claimed participation in
the Spanish Civil WarY 21 This indeed speaks to Herrnlin's, at times, risky
merger of autobiographical and poetic elements.
It has been frequently noted that there was a gap between Herrnlin' s
revolutionary commitments and his actual artistic sensibilities. Marcel
Reich-Ranicki and Jurgen P. Wallmann are the foremost examples of this
approach. In 1966, Wallmann remarked acerbically that, "[n]o, Stephan
Herrnlin is not a revolutionary, he is a Schongeist [aesthete]. He wants to
fight: for progress, humanism, and socialism. For that he intends to use the
trombone, but - miraculously! [sic] - he only gets harp melodies .... "r 131
In hindsight, Herrnlin may have been na1ve about his project of merging
revolutionary politics with aesthetically sophisticated multi-layered prose
and poetry. Yet as the literary historian Wolfgang Ertl has argued, one
cannot divorce Herrnlin' s poetics from their historical context. Thus
especially his earliest pieces, the farthest removed from present sensibilities,
must be recontextualized within the threat of Nazism, the anti-Fascist
resistance, and the hopes of a democratic and socialist future after WWII.
We must "ask what effects those poems had at the moment of their
appearance and why they were written in the first place."r 141
Zwolf Ba/laden van den Grossen Stadten appeared at the beginning of
1945 in Switzerland, marking the beginning of Herrnlin's life as a writer.
Like many other German intellectuals who were opposed to Nazism,
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Hermlin hoped to contribute to the establishment of an anti-fascist and
democratic society with his artistic efforts. He called for "a heroic humanist
poetry" committed to "the cause of freedom." Thus, Hermlin dedicated his
literary efforts to the political project of rebuilding German culture and
language after the barbarous descent into Nazism. He criticized the new
poetry [after the end of WWII] with its ... attempt to copy what cannot be
copied, fluctuating between plagiarism and parody. . . . [Those poets']
inability to adequately express the recent past and present is most likely
linked to the fact that fascism and war were suffered through, but not
actively opposedY 51
In contrast to the German situation, Hermlin celebrated the case of
France, where artists and intellectuals "actively" and "militantly" struggled
against the threat of Fascism and fought in the underground. Hermlin
lamented the degree to which German poetry had metaphysically retreated,
rather than advocating on behalf of humanistic values. As alternatives he
recommended a diverse range of authors, from Vladimir Majakowski to
Walt Whitman and Paul Eluard. Among the German writers in the two
years following the end of WWII, Hermlin praised Gunther Eich and Karl
Krolow, among others. It was their "directness" and sense of the "specific"
that Hermlin praised, while most other German poets had dwelt on a vague
inwardness. Similarly, while Hermlin did not reject nature poetry a priori
(on the contrary, he acknowledged how metaphors and allusions could be
"used to open up new venues for perceiving new realities") he complained
that" ... today they prevent [us] from seeing reality."( 161
Hermlin' s poetic efforts, as articulated in Zwolf Balladen, are far from
militant political and ideological statements. These are carefully crafted,
revealing a high degree of artistic sensibility and familiarity with European
literary traditions from the Middle Ages into Modernity. His ideal was not
to replace "inwardness" with political agitation but, like Mary
Wollstonecraft Shelley whom Hermlin immensely admired,
to harmonize once and for all that which cannot be fully grasped,
that which is perennially eclipsed, that which can only be intimated
through music and poetry, the dream, the quiet, the incoming tides
of silence, in short everything that makes up the world of lyrics,
with the world of the visibleY 71
Hermlin drew on a broad range of aesthetic traditions, including French
surrealist poetry and German baroque modes of expression. He was as
engaged by the prose of Martin Luther as the sensibilities of Holderlin and
attempted to synthesize those influences into a new aesthetic, which would
neither celebrate apolitical inwardness nor glorify war and the nation but
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would instead help to define and defend an emerging civil society. His
second book of poetry, entitled Die Strassen der Flucht and published in
1946 in South-West Germany, by and large received very positive reviews
in both the East and West until 1950. He was heralded as "the writer of our
generation" by a variety of critics, such as Kurt Heyer, W. Merklin as well
as the poet Karl Krolow. In the East, Heyer especially praised Herrnlin's
Zweiundzwanzig Balladen that appeared in 1947 Berlin as indicative of a
new poetic voice, mindful of the atrocities of the Nazi regime, the heroism
of resistance, and warning about the dangers of lethargy.l 181 In the West,
Karl Krol ow focused his review on Hermlin' s skilled conciliation of
aesthetically demanding form with progressive and humanist content.
Herrnlin thus contributed to de-provincializing and humanizing German
poetry, after its corruption by ideological impulses on the political Right,
including National Socialism. l 19l Yet despite the initially rather encouraging
response to his work, Herrnlin published less and less poetry after 1952,
stopping altogether in the late 1950s. He may have feared that his poetic
efforts could no longer satisfy political needs without becoming overly
formulaic and stale.
Herrnlin co-published, in 1947 with his friend and mentor the nondogmatic Marxist literary scholar Hans Mayer, a collection of essays
entitled Ansichten iiber einige neue Schriftsteller und Bucher. In essence
this collection contained the typescripts of Herrnlin and Mayer's radio
essays, given in Frankfurt since December 1945. The general tone of these
essays reveals their openness to literary innovation, while works saturated
with Right-wing cultural pessimism were treated negatively. Herrnlin and
Mayer sought to introduce German audiences to exiled progressive German
writers, as well as representatives of foreign literature who were ignored or
directly opposed by the Nazi regime. To a large extent their focus was
broad, not only citing Soviet writers such as VladimirMayakovsky and Ilya
Ehrenburg but also Thornton Wilder, John Steinbeck, and Harry Brown.
Herrnlin and Mayer also elaborated on the oeuvre of Franz Kafka and
discussed the post-war writings of the philosopher Karl Jaspers in a
differentiated fashion. As became so typical for the later Herrnlin, he and
Mayer displayed a significant degree of enthusiasm toward new literary and
experimental influences, staying firmly rooted in their commitment to the
process of intellectual and cultural democratization. In addition to prose and
poetry, Herrnlin continued to publish collections of essays and interviews
throughout his life in the GDR, thus mediating between literary heritage and
the contemporary literary scene. These efforts were not "scholarly" in the
strictest sense, illustrating Herrnlin' s role as a public intellectual and homme
de lettres. Herrnlin considered it his calling not just to promote his own
artistic works but those of other writers. Already in his 1948 travel account
of the Soviet Union, Herrnlin elaborates on his ideal reader, "the active,
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responding reader, who listens well but also speaks .... "l201 Hermlin saw the
new "Soviet citizen" as embodying this ideal and regarded the role of
literature, as the communication between authors and readers and the
resulting development of mature and largely self-directed readers, as
essential to the formation of a civic society. The world of literature, its
presentation and interpretation, was too important to him to be left to
professional critics and/or party dogmatists.
Among Hermlin ' s more notable short stories is Der Leutnant Yorckvon
Wartenburg, written in the fall of 1944 in Switzerland and published in
1945 in the western part of occupied Germany. In this story, Hermlin deals
with the failed attempt on Hitler's life (July 20, 1944). Partially inspired by
Ambrose Bierce's An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge, Hermlin
(unfamiliar with the particular details of the conservative officers ' anti-Nazi
plot) re-imagines it. The protagonist, an aristocratic German officer, is
sentenced to death by the Nazis and rescued by the Red Army at the last
minute. He believed that the most noble and self-sacrificing elements of the
German aristocratic tradition were best understood and protected by the
Soviet Union; only there would the aristocratic ideals, namely "honor,
loyality, duty, Heimat be fully internalized."(211 This of course was wishful
thinking - as were Hermlin' s hopes that all layers of German society would
approve of and participate in the anti-Nazi uprising,l 221 including the entire
Wehrmacht.
In 1947, Hermlin published Reise eines Maiers in ParisY 31 This short
story, while involving the struggle of left-anarchists like Ernst Toller and
the Republican forces in the Spanish Civil War, is at its centre almost an
apolitical and surrealist narrative of a painter for whom the distinction
between dream and reality collapses. In 1949, Hermlin wrote Die Zeit der
Gemeinsamkeit, centering on the Warsaw Ghetto uprising of 1943 and
celebrating its heroic resistance against the Nazis. 1950 marked the first
appearance of Der Weg der Bolschewiki, chronicling the outbreak of Soviet
POW' s from a German camp. Eventually all of the escapees were captured
and killed, not just by the SS but also with the help of the German
population at large. This plot deviates significantly from Hermlin' s previous
idealism, regarding the anti-Nazi sympathies of most Germans, as
articulated in Der Leutnant Yorck von Wartenburg. It might also shed light
upon his decision to support the emerging SED regime, with its dictatorial
methods of governing East Germany, given that Hermlin and many other
refugees and victims of the Nazi regime had absolutely no reason to trust
in the ability of the German people to govern themselves responsibly,
especially so soon after the Nazis.
Hermlin's critical eye was also cast upon the West. With his Die
Unterschrift of 1950, he criticized establishment pressures upon those
Westerners who had signed the Stockholm Convention against the Atom
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bomb. Mainstream newspapers were exceedingly critical of those who had
collected signatures. Hermlin' s convictions continued to defy easy
categorization. He tackled the subject of the 1953 working-class uprising
against the SED regime in East Germany in his Die Kommandeuse, by
focusing on a female former Nazi concentration camp guard, who was freed
during the chaos of the uprising and built an icon to an innocent person
unjustly imprisoned by Communist tyranny. As she is set free by the
demonstrators, she begins to look forward to a restoration of the Nazi state
and the continuation of her duties in the camp system. This story was
rejected, by and large, in both East and West. The Western critics objected
to Hermlin linking the demonstrators, against SED excesses, with a former
Nazi camp guard, while the mainstream East German critics rejected what
they called Hermlin's overly nuanced and psychologically differentiated
treatment of the guard. This story illustrates how Hermlin had internalised
the dogmatic interpretations of the SED regime, which automatically delegitimized any challenge to its rule as "fascist" in nature. Hermlin reflects
this by centering his story on the camp guard. Yet he is too articulate, as an
artist, to not flesh out that guard as a human being, refusing to onedimensionally demonize her. Die Kommandeuse serves as an intriguing
window into how Hermlin struggled to harmonize Stalinist politics with
aesthetic sensibilities. Naturally, his symbiosis was deemed "too aesthetic"
and not Stalinistic enough. Of course in later years, Hermlin approached the
events of June 1953 in a very different and more even-handed way. But he
remained emotionally attached to the sentiment that one could legitimately
call for improvements and reforms within the system of the GDR. However
calling for a radical transformation of GDR society was never something
Hermlin would or could support.
In 1959, he finally published Arkadien, which he had written a decade
earlier. This novella deals with an episode of the partisan activities of the
Franc-Tireurs et Partisans in Departement Canta/ against the German
occupiers. Here again, Hermlin celebrates French resistance. The same year
Hermlin published Die erste Reihe, in which he chronicled the fate of thirty
young Germans who lost their lives in the struggle against the Nazi regime.
Not all of the thirty cases, however, were reflective of the image of antiFascist resistance as officially approved of by the SED regime in the 1950s.
Images in the mainstream centred on Communist resistance, however.
Hermlin also included other examples, such as the case of the Mormon
Helmuth Hiibener. Hermlin openly identifies Hiibener and his two coconspirators, in his very positive miniature, as "members of a small sect."l 241
Those who could read between the lines knew that in East Germany
authorities frequently viewed this sect as a continuation of the CIA.
Hermlin thus openly deviated from party dogma.
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The 1960s marked the appearance of two major novellas by Hermlin.
In einer dunklen Welt of 1965, he once again deals with the theme of antifascist resistance in Germany, Austria, and France. The short story
Corneliusbrucke, written in 1968, addresses the murder of Communist
leaders Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg by right-wing militia near his
parental home in Berlin in January 1919. This story contains autobiographic
as well as fictitious elements.
Hermlin wrote four larger pieces during the 1970s. Among them are
Scardanelli ( 1970), a radio play dealing with the eighteenth-century poet
Holderlin's break down when he realizes that there is little room for art in
a world of power politics and philistinism. This was followed by two
smaller pieces (Die Agronauten and Mein Friede) as well as Abendlicht,
simultaneously published in Leipzig and West Berlin in 1979. Much like
Corneliusbrucke, Abendlicht is also a complex collage oflife-historical and
invented elements. In essence, Hermlin describes the journey of an upperclass aesthete to the Communist movement, which to Hermlin was the only
way to preserve cultural refinement and liberalism in light of the apparent
failure of the bourgeois establishment to live up to its own ideals. This
novella is key to understanding Hermlin' s aesthetic project, his ideological
choice of Marxism, as well as his political decision to support the GDR.ln
the late 1970s, Hermlin also published a highly acclaimed anthology of
German literature, ranging from Martin Luther to Karl Liebknecht.
Deutsches Lesebuch: Von Luther bis Liebknecht came out in 1976,
simultaneously in West Germany and in the GDR.l2 5l The influential
historian and essayist Golo Mann wittily observed, in the leading West
German conservative paper FAZ (in an otherwise very positive review), that
Hermlin' s sub-title is as odd as,
From Adam to Adenauer' or 'From Beethoven to Brandt. ' ... All
in all this Deutsche Lesebuch is not just a well considered but
indeed a marvellous selection. I am amazed about the range of
[Hermlin's] knowledge: his, if not scholarly then deeply literary,
sensibility, his Herzensbildung. One has to be deeply immersed in
order to come up with such a concentrated selection.[26]Golo
Mann stood considerably to the right of his famous father Thomas
and his siblings. Golo, who had openly moderate conservative
views and a strong distaste for Communism in all its colors,
concluded that "Hermlin' swell-rounded and inexhaustible, liberal,
and humanist anthology belong[ed] equally in the GDR as in the
Federal Republic."[ 27l This review is generally indicative of the
friendly reception of Hermlin's anthology in both the East and
West across the political spectrum.
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Conclusion
Hermlin regarded himself as a loyal citizen of the GDR, despite the
growing distance between his own aesthetic vision and what was officially
allowed, even during moments of relative "liberalization" in that state. He
was not a dissident, nor did he ever translate his uneasiness with the SED
regime and its policies into direct confrontation. In this regard, he differed
from open dissidents who "burned their bridges" - or whose bridges were
burned for them, like Wolf Biermann. Hermlin also differed from writers
and intellectuals like Stefan Heym, who supported the idea of the GDR as
a socialist alternative to West Germany, while also openly criticizing it.
Hermlin preferred to address grievances carefully, mediating between party
functionaries and those who were critical of the system. This "timid"
approach tied his hands in some ways, as in the Biermann case. By opting
to seek a solution "within the system" - approaching party leader Honecker
and the party paper Neues Deutsch/and - Hermlin could only go so far.
However at other times, Hermlin' s penchant for dialogue rendered more
directly positive results. When, for example, the Czech dissident writer
Vaclav Havel was imprisoned in early 1989, the GDR PEN Centre debated
how to respond. According to the relevant Stasi files, writer Christoph Hein
urged an immediate note of protest, to be forwarded to the Czech
government in Prague. Several writers and functionaries, including the
deputy minister for cultural affairs, Klaus Hopcke, rejected this as
unrealistic and counterproductive. Eventually, Hermlin joined the debate
and succeeded in bringing all sides together in a compromise. The GDR
section of PEN was set to officially protest against Havel's treatment, but
not in Prague. Instead, the letter of protest was sent to the International PEN
Club in London and demanded the release of HavelY81 Hermlin's
compromise, while far from perfect, ensured that the GDR PEN, for the first
time, protested the imprisonment of a Soviet bloc dissident and did so
against the explicit wishes and policies of the SED regime.
Hermlin's role as the initiator of the 1976 petition on behalf of Wolf
Biermann, his role as the organizer of the Berlin Peace Conference in 1981,
and his intervention in the Ossietzky Affaire, illustrate his role as a catalyst
for critics in the GDR. Like the prominent Jtirgen Kuczynski, Hermlin was
cautious and proceeded with care in testing the orthodoxy and resolve of the
regime.
Hermlin was a friend, of sorts, to party leader Erich Honecker and thus
had access to the corridors of power. Yet despite all of this, many inside the
SED regime continued to regard Hermlin as an enemy. The ideologically
dogmatic writer Dieter Noll told the Stasi on February 2, 1982, that Hermlin
was part of the "literary opposition" that subverted the GDR. lZ9J While the
overzealous Noll might have overstated Hermlin's "oppositional" role, his
function can be qualified as leading to a form of loyal subversion, which
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grew out of Hermlin' s "spatbiirgerlich" and as such bildungsbiirgerlich
aesthetic.
The apparent duality in his identity as both a loyal and dissenting East
German citizen seems to have begun in exile in an earlier incarnation. No
doubt, leaving his homeland altered and augmented his sense of self. As an
artist, understanding and articulating his identity was of central importance,
as he struggled in his writing to find archetypes to express what became true
for him, in the extraordinary circumstances of the last century. He was
familiar early on with the contradictions of being one thing while being
another - experiencing what it was to be a German but not a German, while
in Swiss exile. This undoubted! y produced echoes of what would come later
on in the GDR. While in Switzerland, he identified so wholly with a
German sense of culture, while rejecting the Germaness that had rejected
him, namely Nazism and the Nazi state. Through his convictions to
Marxism he found his way back into a political realm, where he could
belong. By participating in an artistic tradition larger than himself, he
expressed his political and philosophical hopes for humanity, finding solace
in artistic production and active propaganda in times of distress. His
political ideas were thus performed by an artistic identity that allowed for
complications. Throughout his life he seemed increasingly resigned to these
"contradictions" involving dissent and accommodation. Perhaps had he not
been exiled to a German context outside of Germany, the complexity of his
identity would not have matured in the same way and the human rights
concerns that he cautiously but steadfastly raised would not have been
mediated or broached to the same degrees of success.
Axel Fair-Schulz
State University of New York at Potsdam
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Paldiel, Mordecai. Churches and the Holocaust: Unholy Teaching, Good
Samaritans, and Reconciliation. Jersey City: KTA V Publishing House Inc,
2006. 443 pp. Bibliography, notes and index.
Yad Vashem was created in 1953 by the Israeli parliament as a memorial
to the Holocaust. Since its inception over 21,000 non-Jews who risked their
lives to save Jews from the Nazis have been singled out as "Righteous Among
the Nations." Mordecai Paldiel has been the director of the Department for the
Righteous at Yad Vashem for the past twenty-five years. His position has
allowed him to monitor the investigations of cases in which men and women
are nominated for recognition in saving Jewish lives. The work has opened his
eyes to a new aspect of human behavior; caring for someone else, even risking
ones own life for the benefit of another with no tangible ulterior motive. Mr.
Paldiel, believing that these accounts can have an impact on the way
subsequent generations view the Holocaust, has publicized many of these
rescues. He stated in Harry Cargas's Voices from the Holocaust, "The greatest
sin would be to allow these stories just to gather dust and do nothing with
them. If we see so much of evil on T. V., in the movies, and in stories, and if we
write so much about Mengele and Hitler and the Damjanyuks and so on,
wouldn't it be a measure of justice to be fascinated by those who did acts of
goodness?" Paldiel's books include The Path of the Righteous: Gentile
Rescuers of Jews During the Holocaust (1993), Sheltering the Jews: Stories of
Holocaust Rescuers (1997), Saving the Jews (2000), and in early 2007 he
released yet another book entitled The Righteous Among the Nations: Rescuers
of Jews During the Holocaust.
This review focuses on Paldiel' s 2006 publication, Churches and the
Holocaust: Unholy Teaching, Good Samaritans and Reconciliation. In this
book, the author confronts the motivation and religious background of
approximately 600 of the "Righteous." These men and women who rendered
aid were all members of the Christian clergy. As such, they had shared beliefs
and a significant level of indoctrination and commitment to their faith. Many
were also leaders in their communities.
In the first chapter Mr. Paldiel explains the foundation and establishment
of Christian anti-Jewish teachings and why so many have persecuted and
blamed the Jews for deicide throughout the ages. Traditional theology taught
that the Jews were responsible for murdering Jesus. This offense was
supposedly passed down through the ages upon all the Jewish people and
became the justification for any maltreatment they received. Paldiel gives an
overview of many Christian clerics who were cursing the Jews prior to World
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War II, one of which was Martin Niemoller. This German-Protestant leader
may have regretted not speaking up for the Jews after the war, but beforehand
he was damning them. "The blood of all the righteous men who were ever
murdered because they testified to the holy will of God against tyrannical
human will has come upon its [the Jewish people's] head, as well as the blood
of Jesus and the blood of all his messengers." (p. 41)
After this introductory primer, the author organizes the accounts of the
600 "Righteous" clergy by nation. His style in presenting the rescue stories is
candid and without adornment, giving just enough of the setting in each
country to familiarize the reader with the Jewish perspective. The narratives
may be a bit stark, but this is consistent with the author's style. He is true to the
actual events and doesn't glorify the actions of the "Righteous." Rather, he
presents their deeds as simple acts of kindness that are conceivably within
almost anyone's realm of possibility.
Despite Switzerland's historical religious toleration, there are only four
Swiss clerics listed in the index who claim the title of "Righteous."
Consequently, the chapter recounting the Swiss Republic's religious leaders is
limited and recounts those clerics who publicly condemned Switzerland's
border regulations. Such brief recognition is misleading. Many of
Switzerland's "Righteous" performed their acts in another country and are
indexed accordingly.
For example, one account of a Swiss cleric is found in the chapter on
France. Pastor Roland De Pury was born in Geneva but living in Lyon at the
time of the war. Soon after the fall of France, he publicly condemned the
Jewish persecution and used his home as a staging area for planning rescue
activities for Jews. Because of his Swiss connections, he was instrumental in
helping many cross the border from France into Switzerland, sometimes
escorting them personally. In May of 1943, De Pury was arrested by the
Gestapo and imprisoned for five months. He was released in exchange for
German spies and spent the remainder of the war in Switzerland (p. 121).
There are numerous other stories of rescue involving Switzerland as a
destination of refuge. One of these is about the author as a young boy. In 1943
his family fled the Italian-occupied zone in France when the Germans took it
over. French priests and nuns assisted the family in their flight and to cross the
border into Switzerland. Two of these priests, Abbe Albert Simond and Abbe
Pierre Mopty of Evian, also saved the local synagogue's Torah scrolls from
being torched and concealed them in their church until after the war (p. 96).
Although the author presents the rescue stories of the 600 "Righteous"
clerics in a frank manner, they represent an aspect of human behavior that is
complicated and unusual. These men and women risked their lives with no
thought of reward or compensation to save someone of another faith. They
went against centuries of tradition that condemned the Jews. It is only since the
holocaust that the churches have revisited these teachings, and even then, many
individuals still cling to the idea of blood guilt. Mr. Paldiel tackles this and
possible future problems in his final chapter. Although positive steps have been
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taken by many churches since the holocaust, "The negation of Jewish existence
is lodged so deeply in Christian doctrine, and so far below the level of
awareness, that Christian teachers and theologians sometimes unwittingly
endorse and repeat it" (p. 368). It is Paldiel' s hope that these stories of
"Righteous" clergy will serve as role models for future constructive dialogue
between Christianity and Judaism.
Joy Laudie
Brigham Young University
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Stephen P. Halbrook. The Swiss and the Nazis: How the Alpine Republic
Survived in the Shadow of the Third Reich. Philadelphia: Casemate Publishers,
2006. 353 pp. Source notes, bibliography and index.
For hundreds of years Switzerland has been recognized as a nation
committed to not being involved in military conflicts. However, in WWII it
was confronted by the most serious and credible threat to its neutrality since the
inception of the policy. To begin with, Switzerland's wartime population of
4,200,000 was outnumbered nearly eighteen to one by its most lethal
contiguous neighbor, Germany. When Austria and Italy were thrown in, the
ratio jumped to thirty to one. In addition, the Axis powers of Italy and
Germany shared over seventy percent of Switzerland's border. And although
her industrial production was of the highest quality, it was limited in both
breadth and quantity. This made Switzerland trade-dependent, even in the area
of war material. Because she was also landlocked, Germany was, per force, one
of her most important trading partners. Certainly, the odds in 1939 that
Switzerland would remain free were very much against her. What made them
even worse was the fact that the native language of over sixty percent of the
Swiss population was German, and Hitler had made it well known that one of
his prime objectives was the uniting of all German speaking peoples. Yet,
somehow, despite all of the odds against it, Switzerland managed what other
countries of Europe were unable to do - remain free. Analyzing how the Swiss
accomplished this was the objective Stephen Halbrook set for himself in The
Swiss and the Nazis: How the Alpine Republic Survived in the Shadow of the
Third Reich, his second book on the subject and the sequel to Target
Switzerland.
The history of Switzerland's neutrality is a long and honored one, but prior
to the 16th century, it was a warrior nation so renowned for its courage and
loyalty that its armies were often hired out as mercenaries. In fact, so respected
were the Swiss fighting forces that in 1506 Pope Julius II invited a contingent
to serve as his personal bodyguard, which they do to this day even down to the
uniforms they wear and the pikes they carry. However, as early as 1515 at the
Battle of Marignano, the Swiss discovered realities about themselves and the
changing power dynamics of Europe that began to alter their way of thinking
about war. On this particular occasion, the Swiss were acting as mercenaries
to a number of Italian Dukes when the French invaded. The Italians naturally
called upon their mercenary allies to aid them in their defense. At the time, the
43
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Swiss confederacy consisted of thirteen states, but three of them declined their
assistance, deciding that it was too risky for what they considered essentially
a commercial venture. In the end, the Italian and Swiss forces were defeated.
The Swiss realized that there likely would be further disagreements, especially
since half of their population was Catholic and half Protestant. In addition, they
were only a loose confederation; there was not yet any central authority strong
enough to implement a united foreign policy. The origin of a united and
independent Switzerland began in the meadow ofRutli near Lake Luzem in the
year 1291, when the people of Uri and Schwyz agreed to support each other in
the event that the German Counts tried to reassert their hegemony over either
of them. By the time of the Battle of Marignano, Switzerland had been de facto
independent, but it wasn't until the treaty of 1648 between all the European
powers that Swiss independence was formally recognized and accepted. And
it was not until 1674 that the Confederation Council made the first Swiss
declaration of neutrality.
There could not have been two countries more different in every way than
Germany and Switzerland in 1939. The peace movement that had swept Europe
following WWI had a strong following in Switzerland to the point that the
Social Democrats were opposing any military spending at all. In contrast,
Germany, which was smarting under the harsh reparations and armament
limitations of the Versailles Treaty, was already making secret preparations for
a war of conquest and revenge following Adolph Hitler's consolidation of
power as absolute leader. While Germany was embracing the Fuehrer principle
of "one leader, one people, one mind," the Swiss were reaffirming civilian
leadership and the democratic principles of their ancient republic. In fact, it
was not until August of 1939 that the Federal Council finally deemed the
situation critical enough to elect a Commander-in-Chief for only the fourth
time in its history. In the selection of General Henri Guisan, the Council had
found a man who, like Winston Churchill, understood both his people and his
foe. Guisan fully grasped the character of the Fuehrer and the scope of his
ambitions long before the allies and even many in his own country. In a short
thirty minute speech to his entire officer corps at Rutli in the same meadow
where the Swiss Federation had its origins, Guisan sought not only to unite and
bolster the resolve of his officers, but to send a message to Hitler that any
violation of Swiss sovereignty would be vigorously defended.
Halbrook has organized his analytical study into four basic topics that the
author considers critical to a full and balanced understanding of Switzerland
during the war years. In fact, the inspiration for this work was in part a
response to the seemingly exhaustive twenty-five volume Bergier report
entitled Switzerland, National Socialism and the Second World War, (2002).
Curiously, this commissioned work failed to include any consideration of
German invasion plans. Even more surprisingly, it did not address Swiss
ideological resistance or the courageous ability of ordinary citizens who,
despite the constant threat of attack, not only were able to get on with the daily
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challenge of survival but also compassionately shared what little they had with
thousands of interned refugees.
Part I, A War of Words and Nerves, introduces the reader to the concept of
"Geistige Landesverteidigung" or spiritual national defense. Not content with
merely a stoical determination to resist Nazi aggression in all its forms, the
Swiss newspapers and cabarets kept up a constant flow of provocative satire
and criticism in response to the torrent of Nazi propaganda directed at them.
Given their circumstances, this demonstrated remarkable courage on the part
of the Swiss.
Part II, Preparing for Invasion, is dedicated to the military preparations of
both the Swiss and the Germans. And it is here that the author first employs
reminiscences of ordinary citizens, in this case Swiss soldiers and officers.
Instead of restricting interviewees to rigid categories, the author encouraged
speakers to exercise their own prioritization in what they chose to relate. The
author also added variety and a change of pace by broadening the spectrum of
anecdotal evidence, going beyond the ordinary to the unexpected. Such was the
case with two blind members of an anti-aircraft unit whose acute hearing was
used to identify types of enemy aircraft and with the minister who refused to
conduct the funeral of a German man who was dressed in his Nazi uniform.
The result is an interesting, if not eclectic, collection of experiences that taken
together communicate a common theme, the consistency and breadth of the
Swiss attitude of spiritual national defense. Specific detail is also devoted to
Switzerland's plan of defense that evolved with the war and circumstances. For
Switzerland, unlike the major powers, the question was not victory or defeat;
if invaded the Swiss knew that defeat was certain. Its defense plan was centered
on making the German victory too costly to undertake in the first place.
Halbrook makes clear that General Guisan' s draconian plan of defense was
absolutely reliant upon the total commitment of the people who defined
themselves more by the ideas of freedom and democracy than by the land of
their country, adding yet another shade of meaning to "spirited national
defense." General Guisan's redoubt plan was based upon not even contesting
the flat land and rich valleys. Rather, it contemplated withdrawing the army
and much of its citizenry to the high craggy peaks of the Alps, where huge
caves had been constructed to hold enormous amounts of food, ammunition
and many thousands of citizens. The plan was brilliant on several levels: one
it showed a deep understanding of the nature and priorities of the Swiss people.
Two, it took maximum advantage of the strength of the Swiss army, every
soldier a trained marksman. And three, it exploited the Achilles heel of the
German Blitzkrieg strategy and in so doing reflected just how keen a military
mind General Guisan possessed. He recognized early in the war that this
devastatingly effective "lightning war" depended on the very close
coordination of its air force, mechanized ground forces and infantry. Troops
dug in high in alpine crags would render the air force ineffectual and the
mechanized forces unable to reach them. This would leave the unsupported
infantry vulnerable to an army of snipers. The truth of this insight was proven
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in the rubble of Stalingrad, when the Panzer Corps could not be committed
because of its inability to maneuver and the Luftwaffe was unable to bomb
because the opposing forces were locked so close together that German losses
might exceed Russian. This created a stalemate that was ultimately broken by
the always reliable Russian winter. The result was the total loss of the entire
German 6th Army and the first surrender of a Field Marshall in German history.
In Part III, Struggle for Survival: Food, Fuel and Fear, Halbrook turns
once again to the voices of everyday citizens as the most effective way to
convey just how imaginative and determined the Swiss were to resist the forces
of tyranny. In addition to their own survival and the continual fear of invasion,
the Swiss people also provided safe harbor and sustenance for thousands of
fleeing refugees. It was here that I encountered one of the few disappointments
in this work. There were all too few voices of the refugees themselves,
considering the fact that by the end of the war they represented roughly seven
percent of the Swiss population. A chapter dedicated to their experience would
have added greatly to this study and certainly remains fertile ground for
additional exploration.
The fourth and final section, Espionage and Subversion, focuses on the
intelligence activities that took place within Switzerland throughout the war.
The scope of this section is broad, extending from the larger strategic issues
down to the anecdotal level, a technique which avoids the pedantic and adds
depth and color to the study. It is a further testimony to the courage and
character of the Swiss government and armed forces that even after the fall of
France, when Switzerland was completely surrounded by the Axis, they
continued to risk German wrath by smuggling precision-made material as well
as intelligence information to the allies. However, a detailed examination of the
fascist movement both in and out of the Swiss military would have made this
section more complete and certainly better balanced.
The Swiss and the Nazis has been well researched and the source material
is a balance between secondary and primary. Source notes are dense and
conveniently organized by chapter. Halbrook's rhetorical style is also straightforward and easy to follow. During the course of the war, many "secret
weapons" were developed by the principal combatants. All of those have long
since been revealed and analyzed by scholars. What is surprising is that after
fifty-seven years, innumerable studies and even the twenty-five volume study
commissioned by the Swiss Historical Commission, the secret weapon of
Switzerland awaited revelation until now. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's wonderful
fictional detective, Sherlock Holmes, used to say that the best place to hide
something was to leave it in plain sight. Stephen Halbrook in giving voice to
the ordinary people of Switzerland has filled an important and surprising gap
not only in the history of Switzerland but of World War II in general. It is
remarkable that in all of the studies commissioned after the war, none until this
work has discovered Switzerland's secret weapon: the resolute character of her
own people. Of course, the brilliance and inspiring leadership of General
Guisan can never be underestimated, but had the everyday citizen not been
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imbued with a complete dedication to preserving his and her own freedom,
there would have been no one for him to inspire.
Now, sixty-two years after the war, when library shelves are groaning
under the weight of all the studies that have been done on every aspect of the
war, there are those who might question why yet another work on the subject
is important, especially since it deals with a country that was not actually
engaged in active combat. This reviewer would argue that, on the contrary, this
study could not have come out at a more propitious time for the western
democracies, which are now under attack by forces that fight by stealth and
seek our destruction not by meeting and defeating our armies on the field of
battle, but by terrorizing our civilian population until they lose the heart to
continue our way of life and belief systems.
Through his careful analysis and by giving voice to ordinary people in and
out of uniform, Stephen Halbrook succeeds not only in achieving a thorough
analysis of Switzerland's armed neutrality, but also in revealing through their
own voices the willingness of ordinary citizens to accept total war in order to
preserve their freedom. Their story serves as an inspiration for America today
as we face our own dark time. In 1944, the eminent American Jurist, Judge
Learned Hand, expressed his thoughts on the mysterious and often elusive
nature of liberty to over a hundred thousand newly naturalized citizens in New
York's Central Park: "Liberty lies in the hearts of men and women. When it
dies there, no constitution, no law, no court can save it. .. While it lies there, it
needs no constitution, no law, no court to save it."
Louis B. Kuppenheimer
Phelps, Wisconsin
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